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Abstract 

What it means to use research is a potentially contentious topic. With the emphasis on 
constructivist approaches in teacher education programs, the traditional explanations 
involving generalizability are inadequate in that there is no consideration of what the 
user brings to the use. Discussion on the various ways in which use can be framed 
leads to consideration of whether constructivism implies a single way to frame use. 
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What Does Application of Research Mean Within a Constmctivist Framewori<7 
Th,s paper is intended as a starting point for a discussion. We provide some 

-ggestedguestionsandsuggest at ^e way that rvremight approachteaching and 

th,nk,ng about research in a constmctivist mode. It is written from the point of view 

oftwopeopiewho teach studentsto understand andevaiuate the research Of others and 

.t .S th,s perspective we want to deal with in this paper. Most practitioners (ie 

teachers, school administrators, counselors) are potential consumers of research to a 

much greater extent than they are potential producers of msearch. For the purposes of 

t rs paper, we would l.ke to consider the application by practitioners of research other 
than their own. 

The research says... is a phrase frequently heard in the halls of academe as 
well as at inservices. It is a generally accepted rhetorical device in discussions on 
best practice.- The idea that contained within the data from good research is a 
message which any objective -translation” will uncover seems to be a common one in 
education, along with the idea that the message will then have broad applications, 
limited chiefly by the generalizability of the research. It is, at the same time, a cause 
Of concern that teachers do not seem to be sufficiently appreciative of the knowledge 
gamed from research (Phillips, 1980; Rhine, 1998). 

Over the last 50 years there have been a number of studies on the degree to 
Which educators interact with the professional literature, in a general sense, this body 
o research has indicated that educators don’t (Latham, 1 993). Livingston and Castle 
0 989, argued that this doesn’t mean that practitioners d^i’t use and discuss theo^- 
grounded and research-grounded methods. As Latham (1993, noted, there are other 
support systems that make the time-consuming task of critically reading technical 
reports unnecessary. Teachers engage in mastery learning, QBE, cooperative learning, 
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and authentic assessment to name a few examples of practice with some considerable 
grounding in professional literature. On the other hand, they often seem to do so on 
hearsay evidence. District personnel or administrators hear about something at a 
conference. There is an in-service from a local university professor. Itinerant 
entrepreneurs and professional propagandists provide workshops and an all too 
familiar picture emerges. School reform becomes defined by a particular practice 
with school personnel polarized into adherents and skeptics. Both sides learn to ignore 
much of what “the research says” since various translators seem to come up with 
differing translations and, in the event very much research has been done, there are 
studies with contradictory results. Those who teach the practitioners, on the other 
hand, generally take a different stance. 

In the field of education, knowledge gained from research is often considered to 
be different from, generally better than, knowledge gained by other means. It is 
important to be able to say that the practice which is recommended is supported by 
research. In a previous review of textbooks on educational research (Erion & 

Steinley, 1 994), we noted the reviewed educational research texts tended to either 
ignore or explicitly devalue teacher experience as a source of knowledge relative to 
knowledge gained from research. We also noted that these texts generally seemed to 
treat the main problem in application as one of making judgments concerning 
generalizability. 

Considering application of research in the context of constructivism presents 
several problems. First, there is the problem of what is meant by constructivism. As 
critics have pointed out (eg. Phillips, 1995; Prawat, 1996), there is considerable 
disagreement as to what constructivism is and many of the differences involve basic 
philosophical assumptions. As Phillips (1995) and others (e.g. Driver et al., 1994) 
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have also no.ed, there are conrnronalities In most versions ot constructivism including 
the need for active participation in the learning process on the pan of the learner and 
the .mponance of social learning. Phillips identihes these commonalities as being 
modern forms of progressivism. For purposes of the paper, we will recognize the 

■mponance of the social construction of meaning, but place most of the emphasis on the 
constructive aspects of the individual learner. 

There are a number of ways to describe research, but, given our interest in a 
constructivist approach, thin.ng of research as a panicuiar .ind of educational 
expenence is useful. Research is fundamentally an educational activity. It is an 
organized set of experiences which are explicitly for the purpose of learning where 
the researchers are both the organizers of the experience and at least some of the 
■ntended learners. For the practitioner, the experiences are vicarious. Using 
constuctivism, it seems obvious that the research experience will not provide the same 
understanding for a given practitioner as it does for a given researcher. 

In addition, the researcher and practitioner may view the same problem from 
different perspectives. The guantitative reseamher, for exam,de, often iooRs to see 
trends within a population and makes recommendations based on those trends 
Practitioners generally deal with non-random sam,.es of the general population under 
conditions which are rarely approached by researchers. This is not to say that 
research ought to be conddered useless out of hand. Relative to most experiences 
research has the advantage in that it has been structured for learning 

considering research as a form of learning (with a broadly constructivist view 
that learning is a process of building understanding which is dependent not only on the 
nature of experiences, but also the nature of the learner including the learner’s 
previous experiences) leads to relativism. Research results do not spea.ing in some 
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universally comprehensible voice. Phillips (1995) listed as one of the problems with 
constructivism the relativistic stance it entails. If different individuals (groups) 
construct different understandings of a given situation and act on those understandings, 
one must give at least some weight to each understanding. Relativistic discussions are 
particularly annoying to some, yet if one is worried about the application of research, 
there seems little doubt that the reader of the research is an important participant. 

An extension of this can be applied to evaluation of research. Evaluators bring 
different understandings and purposes to the task. It is probably more accurate, 
however, to say that constructivism leads one to a viewpoint on evaluating research 
that is consistent with the generally prevailing view of validity as argument instead of 
measurement. 

There are also problems with what is meant by application. Huberman (1990) 
offered a framework for considering application. Writing specifically on how research 
is used by practitioners, he organized effects of research as either cognitive or 
affective changes in practitioners (conceptual use) or changes in practice 
(instrumental use). Firestone (1993), while arguing for the value of qualitative 
research, identified three ways in which one might generalize: From case to case, from 
case (sample) to population, and from case to theory. The first two seem related to 
Huberman’s (1 990) instrumental use while the third seems more like conceptual use. 

When Phillips ( 1 980) spoke of researchers coming up with “spme solid 
findings applying to all children, or to some important subsets of children” (pp. 1 8- 
1 9), he seemed to have in mind instrumental use. On the other hand, in an argument 
that emphasized the differences in how individuals would view the same results as well 
as the often suppressed premises on which researchers base their works (see, for 
example, Marshall & Barritt, 1990), he stated that the conclusions that researchers 
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draw ought to be viewed with suspicion. This argument seems more consistent with 
research as leading to understanding (theory). 

Phillips (1980) was not alone in seeing research as directly connected to 
decisions about practice as well as guiding theory building. McMillan (1996) argued 
that each of the major types of research has a somewhat different purpose, but gave as 
an overall purpose the provision of “sound explanations that can become knowledge” 
(p. 7)(conceptual use). He follows this with an explanation on generalizability, 
followed by a list of different types of research with characteristics including purpose. 

Carr and Kemmis (1986), writing in the context of action research, organized 
educational research within three traditions, a natural science or positivist tradition, 
an interpretivist tradition, and a critical tradition, each with a somewhat different 
purpose for research. In the positivist tradition, research leads to theory which in 
turn allows prediction (similar to what Livingston and Castle (1989) characterized 
as explanation and direction). The interpretivist tradition is to “deepen insight and 
enliven commitment,” acting indirectly to to influence action “through the mediation 
of the critical reflection of individual actors” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 93). The 
critical tradition, drawing heavily on Habermas, emphasizes socially and politically 
significant undertakings with the research report being the report of the results. All 
three of these traditions appear to be most related to conceptual use. 

Livingston and Castle (1989) described five ways in which teachers might use 
research. The first, exemplified by What Works (United States Department of 
Education, 1986), was educational research as leading to “big principles” for 
directing practice. The second, related to the first, was the use of research to Justify 
or validate decisions or activities. These seem largely instrumental use. On the other 
hand, they listed contemplation and deliberation, which seems similar to the Carr and 
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Kemmis (1986) description of interpretivist research, and transformation, part of 
the critical social research concept of Carr and Kemmis (1986), particularly if 
research leads to a critical examination of the assumptions underlying practice. 



Lastly, given their interest in action research, they considered research produced by 
practitioners to guide and examine their own behaviors. These all seem more related to 



conceptual use of research. 

The conceptual use of research, which seems to be becoming more prominent, is 

quite compatible with constructivism. Individuals build theory based on previous 

understanding and their experience, vicarious and otherwise. We would suggest that it 

may be the only way, from a constructivist viewpoint, that research is used. Using 

the term theory for understanding, practitioners apply theories, although those 

theories may or may not be formally organized in explicit form. Internal and external 

validity considerations are really limitations on the degree to which research informs 
theory. 



Although the term -theory- is used here in a very broad sense, this has a good 
deal of appeal from several angles. It provides a ready argument for the importance of 
theory. Anyone who has taught inexperienced practitioners can likely appreciate this. 
Since theories are constructs, it also makes explicit the use of research as a 



constructive activity. 

A more fundamental influence on application comes with the defining of 
research questions. With the emphasis on differences which learners may bring to a 
cognitive task, the broad questions of -best practice” of the 1 970’s and 1 980’s have 
given way to more specific questions and the direct study of beliefs. Wideen, Mayer- 
Smith, and Moon ( 1 998), for example, followed Carter (1990) in pointing out that 
research on educating teachers shifted in the 1 980’s from trying to find “what 
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beginning teachers should know and how they should best be trained to know it to 
attempting to know what they actually do know and how that knowledge is acquired” 
(p.133). 

Is generalizability across subjects, situation, time, treatments, and measures 
sufficient as a theory for guiding the use of research within a constructivist 
framework? Generalizability across subjects has obvious practical use when it 
doesn’t matter what individuals will do. That is, if one wishes to predict voting 
patterns or marketing trends, it is only necessary that one predict numbers, not 
individual responses. Most practitioners in helping professions work with individual 
cases. With the shift in the kinds of questions asked which comes with constructivism, 
however, may also come greater promise for the use of research by practitioners. As 
the research questions are more predicated on learning about individual and group 
understanding, the goals of researchers and practitioners seem to be converging. 

It has often seemed to us that research in the tradition of Huberman’s (1990) 
instrumental use has been used as a tool for telling practitioners what to do, rather 
than provide a basis for decision making. Viewing research as informing theory which 
in turn informs decision making may be a more fruitful, if less controlling, way for 
researchers to see the results of their research actually used by practitioners: It may 
also provide a context in which practitioners are more likely to read research. 
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